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Collective Identity as a Rhetorical Device
Abstract
Of the plural dimensions of collective identity, this paper explores identity as a rhetorical 
device. The identity tag is a case in point of pragmatic effectiveness. To account for such 
a power a hypothetical model of identity categories is presented. Its constituent modules 
shape four basic dimensions: position, deindividuation, exclusion and cognitive shielding. 
Such delineated narrative identity becomes equivalent to an informal ideology (Halliday, 
2005). As constitutive rhetoric (Charland, 1987), the narrative construction of identities 
converts self-referential tautology into strategies of discrimination, purification and exter-
mination of exponents of otherness. Last century mass destruction – totalitarianism, coloni-


















V.	Stevanović	(La neige et les chiens,	68)
In	this	article*	I	link	the	concept	of	group	loyalty	with	that	of	uncivil	behav-
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accounts	 for	 the	 swing	 towards	 the	 exclusive	 and	 exclusionary	 component	
of	affiliation	(Gomez,	2001;	Ignatieff,	1993;	Reicher	et al.,	2005;	Wamwere,	






























































differential	values	 to	behaviours	depending	on	 the	position	of	 the	 referent.	
Therefore,	an	unfailing	characteristic	of	the	mainstream	of	political	violence	























An identity model: dimensions and modules
For	clarification	purposes	it	seems	appropriate	to	sketch	the	geometry	of	the	





























strand	 of	 which	 encourages	 ETA	 violence	 even	 nowadays,	 managed	 to	
condense	 the	 knot	 of	 the	 module	 into	 a	 successful	 formula:	 “a	 colored	







in	 the	 ideograph	‘clash	of	civilizations’:	 foreshadow	a	collision	and	 the	
previous	 manufacture	 of	 the	 belligerent	 actors.	Through	 categorization,	
boundary	markers	impinge	on	individuals.	The	narratives	of	identity	bear	






2.	 Axiological module.	 The	 divide	 creates	 ontological	 differences,	 assigns	












renvolk – in	 the	 advantageous	 side,	 the	 dysphemisms	 of	 dehumanising	
degradation	–	Lebensunwert – in	 the	opposite;	 the	negative	prejudice	 is	
a	 single	 thing	with	 the	positive	 (Horkheimer,	 1986:	 182).	 “Without	 the	
























































the	 ranks	of	 the	membership	category.	They	are	not	alone,	as	shown	 in	
Jesus	Casquete	monograph	on	the	political	religion	of	radical	Basque	na-
tionalism.	If	I	mentioned	an	endogenous	reward	system	it	is	because:	a)	








































ancestral,	 primitive,	 historical,	 atavistic,	 primordial,	 native,	 indigenous,	














“thousand-year-old	 dream”,	 according	 to	 F.	Tuđman	 (1996:	 325),	 “his-






















dividuation	both	 in	 the	 in-	and	 the	out-group	–	and	purity,	are	 the	very	
conditions	of	its	survival;	both	command	a	hygienic	and	surgical	duty	as	a	
categorical	imperative,	as	a	supreme	guide	for	group	behaviour.	National	


























for	the	difference.	But,	as	we	read	in	the	Oxford Companion to Philoso-
phy,	“the	higher	grades	of	essentialism	give	rise	to	puzzling	conundrums”.	








































identity	 arrogance,	of	national	grandeur,	 is	 heterophobia.	The	 sociological,	
ethical	and	soteriological	modules	provide	the	rhetorical	materials	to	the	ex-
clusionary	politics.

















































































correlatively,	 appeal	 to	 redemptive	 schemes.	 Soteriology	 replicates,	 in	
the	transcendent	sphere,	the	finality	of	the	topological	divide:	fences,	sal-


















































immunity.	 Identity	 narratives	 lead	 to	 a	 circular	 and	 tautological	 logic:	
assertions	 reverberate	 in	 the	 rhetoric	 vault	 of	 the	 identity	 bubble	 (Ap-
piah,	 2005:	 137).	Any	 dissenting	 or	 heterodox	 will	 be	 disqualified	 on	
the	very	basis	of	identity	categories	(Jew	vs.	Arian,	Mason	vs.	Catholic,	
Spanish	 nationalist	 vs.	 abertzale,	 Islamic	 fundamentalist	 vs.	 Christian/
Western	 faithful),	 or	 by	 an	 attribution	 of	 intention	 dissolving	 the	 con-











humanist	 rationalism	 so	 accurately	 stated	 by	 Camus:	 “It	 was	 in	 Spain	
where	my	generation	 learned	 that	one	can	be	 right	and	be	beaten,	 that	
force	can	destroy	the	soul;	and	that	sometimes	courage	gets	no	reward”.
Two	consequences	can	be	drawn	from	it.	On	the	one	hand,	the	need	to	tem-


























if	disguised	 in	 the	 language	of	 the	highest	values.	We	should	not	overlook	
that	where	ethnic	and	civil	loyalty	conflict,	the	first	usually	prevails	(Connor,	



























ability	of	pluralism.	They	affect	 those	programs	 that	place	 identity	as	 their	
cornerstone,	particularly	in	its	most	monolithic	all-engulfing	expressions.
Ubiquitous discriminatory strategies





























Elias	 insists	 that	 the	 right	question	 is	why	we	have	become	accustomed	 to	












These	 reflections	 show	 that	 the	 constitutive	 power	 of	 identity	 is	 displayed	
simultaneously	 in	a	 tautological	 logic,	 in	a	self-referential	 ideology,	and	 in	
a	pleonastic	and	ahistorical	 framework	 for	action	–	despite	 the	 incontinent	




the	existential	 threat:	 the	disappearance	of	 the	essence	(IAC),	which	by	 its	
very	condition	is	formulated	as	an	existential	problem.	Such	anomalies	often	






conditions;	 it	 is	not	 the	case,	 context	plays	a	very	 important	 function.	The	
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Među mnoštvom dimenzija kolektivnog identiteta, ovaj rad istražuje identitet kao retorički alat. 
Identitetska oznaka je upravo primjer pragmatične učinkovitosti. Kako bi se objasnila ta moć, 
izložit će se hipotetički model identitetskih kategorija. Njegovi konstitutivni moduli oblikuju 
četiri osnovne dimenzije: pozicija, deindividualizacija, isključenje i kognitivna zaštita. Tako 
ocrtan narativni identitet postaje ekvivalentan neformalnoj ideologiji (Halliday, 2005). Kao 
konstitutivna retorika (Charland, 1987), narativna konstrukcija identiteta pretvara autorefe-
rencijalnu tautologiju u strategije diskriminacije, pročišćenja i istrebljenja nositelja drugosti. 
Masovna uništenja u prošlom stoljeću – totalitarizam, kolonijalizam, etno-nacionalizam – pro-




Kollektive Identität als rhetorisches Werkzeug
Zusammenfassung
Von der Mehrzahl der Dimensionen kollektiver Identität erkundet diese Arbeit die Identität als 
rhetorisches Werkzeug. Die Identitätsmarke steht für einen für die pragmatische Effektivität 
relevanten Fall. Um eine solche Macht zu erläutern, wird ein hypothetisches Modell der Iden-
titätskategorien dargeboten. Dessen Bestandsmodule formen vier Basisdimensionen: Position, 
Entindividualisierung, Ausschließung sowie kognitive Abschirmung. Eine so deskribierte nar-
rative Identität wird zum Äquivalent der informellen Ideologie (Halliday, 2005). Als konstitutive 
Rhetorik (Charland, 1987) überführt die narrative Identitätskonstruktion die selbstreferenzielle 
Tautologie in die Strategien der Diskriminierung, Säuberung und Ausrottung der Anderheitsver-
treter. Die Massenvernichtungen des zurückliegenden Jahrhunderts – Totalitarismus, Kolonia-








L’identité collective en tant qu’instrument rhétorique
Résumé
Parmi les nombreuses dimensions de l’identité collective, cet article examine celle de l’identité 
en tant qu’instrument rhétorique. Le repère identitaire est précisément un exemple d’efficacité 
pragmatique. Afin d’expliquer un tel pouvoir, un modèle hypothétique des catégories d’identité 
sera présenté. Ses éléments constitutifs forment quatre dimensions principales : position, désin-
dividuation, exclusion et protection cognitive. L’identité narrative ainsi définie devient équiva-
lente à une idéologie informelle (Halliday, 2005). En tant que rhétorique constitutive (Char-
land, 1987), la construction narrative de l’identité transforme la tautologie autoréférentielle en 
stratégies de discrimination, d’épuration et d’extermination du porteur d’altérité. Les violences 
massives du siècle passé – totalitarisme, colonialisme, ethno-nationalisme – sont tributaires du 
paradigme identitaire.
Mots-clés
identité	collective,	rhétorique,	nous	vs	eux,	exclusion,	contraintes	morales,	violence	politique
